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ABSTRACT

Parental Effects
On Academic Achievement

Gregory A. Chubb
September B, 2009

Action Research (EDC 586-7) Final Project
Abstract:
Prior studies have shown differing opinions on whether factors such as the makeup of the family or the level of a parent's education have an effect on academic
achievement of a student. This study looks at students at a small K-B inner city
school in Minneapolis to see exactly what aspects of parenting indeed have an
effect on a student's academic achievement. Through the use of qualitative
research it was found that high levels of parent-teacher communication and high
expectations for both Ievel of education and pefformance in school give the
student the best chance of experiencing academic success. Strategies that
increase parent teacher communication and educate parents about the
impoftance of high expectations are recommended to improve the previously
mentioned aspects of parenting.
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Chapter 1:
Introd uction
I was blessed as a child to have two loving parents at home who made
my siblings and me their top priorities. They were always there to support me in

whatever I was doing, but also held me to high expectations. In school, my
parents expected the best effort possible from my brother, sister, and me. They
always said "grades don't matter as long as you give 100ryo" when it came to
school work. I quickly proved to be an above average student who was capable

of getting A's, so I was expected to earn predominantly A's. These high
expectations began in kindergarten and continued through my college career.
Even as

I worked on my Master's of Education, I would still occasionally get

phone calls from one of my parents inquiring how I was doing. At times I
questioned whether this was fair or not, but my parents were always there to
help me or get me help whenever

I needed it. With the support of my parents, I

made it through school with very good grades and continued to excel
academically in college.

I

had classmates who were capable of performing at the

same level or higher, but they did not do as well as me. I always wondered why

I was able to maintain a high level of academic achievement and how they
coasted by and barely passed.

I always assumed these kids had the same

suppoft and expectations as I did at home.

I never

realized until much later that
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many kids do not grow up in the same environment as me and how much that

environment affects their academic careers.
Around the time I was finishing my Bachelor's Degree, I started to look
more and more at some of my frlends who never made it through college or
even to college.
classes as

I had three friends in pafticular who were in the same gifted

I was, but their lives had turned out drastically different than mine.

One was working at a Iocal retail store with no college credits, one dropped out

of college after one year, and the other struggled to make it through high school
and now works as a baftender, I stafted asking myself why I was able to make it

to where I was and why they ended up where they were? The more I thought
about it, the more

I realized that these three friends all lacked something that I

had taken for granted: supportive parents who expected the most from me and

accepted nothing less. One of my friends lived with hls mom and step-dad and

stafted to struggle academically when he left home shortly after high school

graduation. The second friend had only his mom at home and while she
encouraged him to do well academically, she was often not around to reinforce

this. The third friend had both parents at home, but neither ever finished college
themselves, so they didnt necessarily expect him to either. I finally realized how
valuable a resource my parents had been and started to think that this might be

a reason my friends were not as successful academically as me. We all had the
same teachers, classes, and tools to succeed at school, but the big difference
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was at home. I was no smafter than any of these guys, but I worked so much

harder because

I

knew what my parents expected of me.

There is no longer a "typical" family structure in America due to factors
such as climbing divorce rates and increased teen pregnancies, Now, many

children grow up in homes that consist of a single parent, foster parents, a grand
parent, or some other "non-typical" dynamic, Teachers can no longer assume
that there are two parents in the home of each student. As the quality of
education in the United States seems to decline, researchers are rushing to find
any aspect of a child's education that can have a negative effect. As families

continue to vary more often from the'ttypical" two-parent families, it brings up

the question of whether family dynamics affects a child's academic success. If

a

child does not have two parents in the home, is he or she more likely to perform
at a lower level academically than a child with two parents at home?
Many researchers such as Shreeve (1985), Featherstone, Cundik, and
Jensen (1992), Kaiser (1994), and Sears (1995) have researched the topic and
say that family dynamics do have an effect on academic achievement. They all

basically agree that children from single-parent families do not peform as well
academically as students from two-parent families. Other researchers such as
Rostine (2001), Battle (2002), Shim, Felner, and Shim (2000), looked deeper into

the issue and came to another conclusion. They agreed with the existing studies
that students from single-parent families typically did not pefform as well
academically as students from two-parent families. However, they found that
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these differences had more to do with things such as socioeconomic status and

ethnic background which have an effect on parental involvement and

expectations. Shreeve, Featherstone, Cundik , Jensen, Kaiser, and Sears were
correct in their findings, but did not take into account why students from singleparent families did not do as well academically. It turns out that it has more to
do with the parenting style than what kind of family you live in.
As most educators know, there are several factors that have an influence

on any given student's academic achievement. Few would dispute that the
family of the student and their involvement in the child's education are one of
these influences. The dynamics of the family do have a correlation to a child's
academic achievement, but mainly because family dynamics have a lot to do with
parental involvement (Shim 2000).

It only makes sense that a single mother

may not have the time two parents would to help her child with homework.
However, this does not necessarily mean that the two parents will be more
involved than a single parent. Also, other factors such as socioeconomic status,

cultural background, or stability of the family could also have a huge impact on
parental involvement.

The school in which I currently teach has a very diverse student
population and these students have diverse family dynamics. There are students

who live with both parents, students who live with one parent, students who live
in foster homes, and students who live with a grandparent or other relative.
Shreeve (1985), Featherstone, Cundik, and Jensen (1992), Kaiser (1994), and
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Sears (1995) would argue that some of these students have a distinct advantage

over others because of their family dynamics. I tend to disagree. Like Rostine
(2001), Battle (2002), Shim, Felner, and Shim (2000),

I believe that students

who do not live with both parents are more likely to face related obstacles that
might make it more difficult to have academic success. However, it is not due to
the fact that there is only one parent or other guardian at home instead of two.

I

believe that factors such as parental expectations/ parental involvement,

parental education level(s), and perceived parental attitudes towards school have

a much greater impact on a child's education than the dynamics of the family at

home. In this study, I will examine the mentioned factors and several others to
see what effects they seem to have on a given student's academic achievement.

I expect to find that supportive and involved parents have a much more positive
effect on their child's education whether they are a single parent or not.
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Chapter 2:
Literature Review

Introduction
The literature review of parental involvement and its effects on a student's
academic achievement includes a summary and critical review of twelve different
studies published between 1985 and 2005. In these articles

I

hoped to see

information about the effects that various aspects of parental involvement has on
a child's academic pefformance. More specifically, I wanted to see if other
researchers thought that parental involvement had an effect on a child's
academic achievement and if so what they found those effects to be. The first

group of researchers (Shreeve 1985, Featherstone L992, Kaiser L994, Sears
1995, Shim 2000, and Rostine 2001) focus on the effects family make-up has on
a chlld's academic achievement. The second group of researcher's (Griffith
1996, Mau 7997, Marchant 2001, and Englund 2004) examine parental

involvement as a whole and the effects that it has on a child's academic
achievement. The final group (Battle 1998 and 2002, Fan 2001, and Hong 2005)
focuses on specific aspects of parental involvement that influence a child's
academic achievement.

Family Make-Up and Academic Achievement
The earliest study having to do with parental involvement and its effects

on academic achievement was done by William Shreeve (1985). He looked at

-|

whether single-parenthood adversely affects acadernic achievement. The
research the afticle is based on was done by the Eastern Washington

Depaftment of Education in rural Washington. The project surveyed a fairly
homogenous population of 201 7th-12tn graders by administering California
Achievement Tests and reviewing the students'grade point averages and similar

information. In every instance but one, the study showed that students from
single-parent families pedormed worse academically than those from two-parent

families. The use of the achievement test and grade point average was a very
effective way to gauge academic achievement, but there are problems with the
sample population. 201 students from rural Washington do not give a very
accurate representation of the general population of the United States and

therefore the findings cannot be projected to the general population.
Featherstone, Cundick, and Jensen (1992) also found that students from

two-parent families have higher grade point averages. They Iooked at 530
students in grades 6 through 9 coming from single-parent, two-parent, and stepparent families and analyzed differences in behavior and achievement. The
sample size for this study was better than that of the first, but no other variables
besides family make-up were taken into consideration. The researchers assumed

that all other factors for these students were the same and did not account for
other factors that influence academic achievement.
Kaiser (1994) found that fourth graders in single-parent families scored

lower in English and Language measure than students from two-parent families.

I
The study looked at 239 students from single-parent families and compared

them to students from two-parent families, The students were in grades
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through 5 and compared to *'average" students from two-parent families. This
study was weak in similar ways the previous two studies were weak, The study
simply looked at statistics in a small setting and did not take into account that
there are other variables such as socioeconomic status and level of parent
involvement that may have an impact on a child's academic achievement.

In a study done by Sears (1995), differences between the academic
achievement of students from different family types were found. The study
sampled from the 1994-1995 junior and senior classes at Snook High School in

Texas. 52 juniors and seniors were divided into two groups, single-parent
families (20) and two-parent families (32), and were evaluated based on English
grades, math grades, and behavior referrals. T Tests were run to determine
significance in grade differences in the two groups, the number of referrals was

tabulated and the means were compared. The flndings were that students in
single-parent families showed significant difterences in English and behavior, but

little or no difference in math. This was the best of the first four studies in terms
of the use of empirical data and the way it was compared. However, the sample
size is relatively small and as In the other articles, other factors in academic

achievement are Iargely ignored.

Another study about the major differences in academic achievement
between one- and two-parent families was done by Shim, Felner, and Shim
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(2000) Data for this study came from a statewide survey of students grades
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through 12 in Rhode Island. The suruey included 25,511 students from twoparent families, 4,831 students from step-families, and 8,292 students from oneparent families. The findings suppofted the hypothesis that family structure does

not have a significant role in explaining differences among dlfferent groups.
However, they did find that parental involvement was one of the main variables

when predicting academic achievement in students. The sample size in this study
was large, but I am still skeptical of the results because it relies on a survey for
most of its data. The researchers do not describe testing the survey for validity

and reliability so there are questions on whether it is an accurate source of
information.
Rostine (2001) found that family make-up alone does not have a major
impact on academic achievement. He grouped students in grades 3, 4, and 5

into two groups, two-parent families and single-parent or step-families. There
was a sample of 152 students and each was analyzed using Iowa Test of Basic
Skills (ITBS) results, progress reports, and attendance. Students from twoparent families typically scored a little higher on the ITBS, but the results were

not significant. There was also little difference in the attendance of students

from both groups. The one glaring difference was in the behavior section of the
progress repofts and it showed that boys from single-parent or step-parent

families had more behavior issues than their counterparts from two-parent

families. This study was not as limited as some because it used empirical data

l0
and attempted to control some of the other variables involved in academic
achievement.

Parental Involvement and Academic Achievement
Griffith (1996) was the first researcher to look at parental involvement
regardless of family make-up. He went to over

fofi schools in a large suburban

school district in a large metropolitan area to gather his data. He gave a survey

to the youngest student in each family in each school to take home to be filled

out, presumably by the parents. The survey contained 41 items pertaining to
academics, family life, socioeconomic status, and other related information.
From this Griffith measured the level of parental involvement and compared it to

the student's scores on the Criterion Referenced Test (CRT) to see if parental
involvement had an effect on the test scores. The data showed that parental
Involvement was consistently positively correlated to students' pefformance on

the test. Problems with this study include a non-diverse subject population and
the assumption that parents would truthfully answer all the questions pertaining

to parental involvement.
Mau (1997) had different results. He took data from the National

Educational Longitudinal Suruey to look at parental involvement in White
American students, Asian immigrant students, and Asian American students. The

study consisted of 13,837 Whites, 472 Asian immigrants, and 184 Asian
Americans and looked at socioeconomic status (SES), non-school activities,
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homework, perceived parental expectations, and parental involvement. In his
research, Mau found that Asian immigrant and Asian American parents spent
more time with their children on homework and their children perceived higher
expectatlons than whites. White students repofted higher levels of parental

involvement in school activities. In Asian immigrant and Asian American
students there was a negative relationship between parental involvement and
academic achievement. In white students parental involvement in school
activities was more beneficial academically while help with homework and
parental expectations were more beneficial to Asian immigrant and Asian
American students. Mau attributed many of these differences to difterences in

culture and the language barrier in Asian immigrant and Asian American

students. It is not that the parents of Asian immigrant and Asian American
students do not want to be involved in school activities, they are just restricted
by cultural beliefs and/or the ability to communicate with school staff.
Paulson, Marchant, and Rothlisberg (2001) published a study on family
and school contexts on academic achievement. For their study Marchant and
colleagues surveyed 230 5th and 6th graders about parental involvement,

parenting styles, parental expectations, school atmosphere, and other related

factors. These were compared to each student's grades to see if there were
relationships between any of these items and the student's grades. Marchant

and his colleagues found that a student's perception of the parenting style they
were raised in, levels of parental involvement, and the school atmosphere

Augsburg College Uur ary
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significantly predicted school achievement. Student's perceptions of their
parents'values were the most important parental factor when predicting school

achievement, If students perceived that their parents thought school was
important then they typically achieved higher academically than those who felt

their parents did not think school was that important. Marchant and his
colleagues also found that the combination of both a positive school environment

and high parental involvement were the most effective in students'academic
SUCCESS.

Englund, Luckner, Whaley, and Egeland (2004) published a study
concerning the relationships between parental behavlors, parental expectations,
and a child's academic achievement. For their study they chose 187 low-income
mothers and their children who they studied from birth through third grade.

They used interuiews with parents and children, laboratory observations of
mothers and children, and IQ tests with children to collect data. They then
compared the child's achievement to the mother's education, the mother's

quality of instruction, the child's IQ, parental involvement, and parental
expectations to see if there were any relationships. Englund and his colleagues

found that the mother's quality of informal instruction at home prior to schooling
had direct positive effects on IQ and indirect posltive effects on achievement in
1't and 3'd grade. They also found that parentat involvement in 3'd grade had

significant direct effects on academic achievement. Overall, the results
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suggested that early parenting factors are very important for academic
achievement in children.

Specific Aspects of Parental Involvement and Academic Achievement
Battle (1998 and 2002) did two separate studies peftaining to family
dynamics and academic achievement, but found that socioeconomic status was a
bigger factor in academic achievement than family dynamics. In the first study,
Battle (1998) compared ?,561 African-American Btn graders to a representative
national sample. The socioeconomic status (SES) and other background
variables were controlled. Battle (1998) found that students of high SES scored
even higher than those from two-parent families, but overall students from
single- and two-parent families scored at the varying levels depending on their

SES. In Battle's (2002) second study, he compared L,420 Hispanic students to
nationally representative sample. It found that for 12th grade students if

a

SES

were controlled, the family dynamics of the student did not have a significant

impact. Both of these studies were fairly well done. the sample were sufficiently
large and the appropriate variables were controlled, They both also yielded
empirical data that could easily be compared and examined. The one drawback
is that these studies were done with specific cultures so the findings cannot be

projected to everyone.
Fan (2001) used the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) as Mau

(1997) did to look at the relationship between parental involvement and

t4
academic achievement. Fan selected Btn graders surveyed in the NELS and
studied them every two years from 19BB-1994. This allowed Fan to study a

variety of issues of parental involvement which could not be done in other

studies. He used 10,370-L0,624 students from four ethnic groups in his study:
African American, Asian Americafl, Hispanic, and White American. What Fan

found was that parental involvement is multi-dimensional and cannot be
measured by one variable. Also, once he controlled SES, ethnic groups'levels of

parental involvement were comparable and the effect of parental involvement, or
lack thereof, was consistent across ethnic group samples. The final thing Fan

discovered was that parental aspirations for their children's education attainment
had a consistent and positive effect on a student's academic growth. Problems

with this study include the difticuity to define parental involvement, the belief
that parental involvement is more influential earlier in life, and the loss of
pafticipants due to the longitudinal study.
The final study on parental involvement was published by Hong and Ho

(2005). They used the NELS to collect data and looked primarily at
demographic, academic, psychological, social, and familial variables. Hong and
Ho used 1,500 subjects from four ethnic groups: African American, Asian

Americar, Hispanic, and White American, These subjects were surveyed

in

1988, 1990, and again in 1992. Survey answers were compared to test scores
using the item response theory to see the effects the different variables had on
academic achievement. Hong and Ho found that for white and Asian American
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students that parental communication with teachers and parental educational

expectations both had effects on academic achievement that lasted throughout
the child's education. In African American students, parental educational
expectations had a short-term effect, but no Iong-term effects; while parental
supervision had no shoft-term effects, but did have long-term effects. In
Hispanic students, only parental communication seemed to have an effect and it
was only short-term.

Summary of Themes pulled from this Research
From the research summarized, one can see that there are a variety of
opinions about what does and does not effect a child's academic achievement.
Several researchers (Shreeve 1985, Featherstone L997, Kaiser 1994, and Sears
1995) believed that simply having two parents at home made it more likely for a

student to pedorm higher in regards to academic achievement. Shim (2000),
Battle (1998 and 2002) and Rostine (2001) disagreed and said that the family
make-up has no effect on a child's academic achievement. They looked at

factors such as parental involvement (Shim 2000) and socioeconomic status
(Battle 1998 and 2002) to predict academic achievement.
Another large group of researchers (Griffith 1996, Mau L997, Shim 2000,
Marchant 2001. and Englund 2004) agreed that parental involvement had

a

strong positive effect on a child's academic achievement. Only Mau (L997),
found that parental involvement can have a negative effect on a child's academic
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achievement and that was only in Asian-American students. Fan (2001) saw
parental involvement as being multi-dimensional and said that parent aspirations
were the key to acadernic achievement. Others agreed that various aspects of
parental inrrolvement such as socioeconomic status (Battle 1998 and 2002),
parenting style (Marchant 2001 and Englund 2004), and parent-teacher
communication (Hong 2005) had the largest effect on a child's academic
achievement.

Application of Prior Research to Current Study
As a general observation about the existing research, as it gets more

current, the factors thought to be attributed to a student's academic success
become more specific. I tend to agree with Fan (2001) in that parental

involvement is multi-dimensional and that all aspects must be examined. This
includes, but is not limited to parental expectations for both level of education
and grades, parent communication with their children about the importance of

education, parent pafticipation in school activities in and outside of school, and
parent-teacher communication. In this current study, I want to continue this

trend and find out exactly what factors of parental involvement have an effect on
a child's academic success. The existing research focuses on things like family

make-up (Shreeve 1985, Featherstone L992, Kaiser 1994, Sears 1995, Shim
2000, and Rostine 2001), socioeconomic status (Battle 1998 and 2002), and

17

parent expectations (Fan 2001 and Hong 2005). My goal is to find out which of
these factors are impoftant in the academic achievement of my students.

l8

Chapter 3:
Methodology
Many researchers have pointed to family dynamics as a predictor of

a

child's academic success (Shreeve 1985, Kaiser t994, and Sears 1995). Others
have argued with this reasoning (Shim, Felner, Shim 2000, Battle 2002, and
Rostine 2001), instead saying that families of certain dynamics are more likely to

foster characteristics which do not give a child the best chance to be successful
academically; however, it is not a given that because a child has a ceftain family
dynamic that he or she will be more or less successful than peers of similar
academic abilities. The latter researchers offer strong evidence to back up their
claims, but there is still a question about which factors most influence a child's
academic achievement. Does the amount of time a parent spends helping with
schoolwork have an impact on students' success? Are parental expectations of
grades and level of education important motivation for a student to perform at

a

higher level? The purpose of this study is to shed some light onto topics like
these and examine which factors have the most impact on a child's academic
achievement.

Subjects
The subjects for this study were the students of an urban K-B charter
school located in Northeast Minneapolis. The school was over 90o/o free and
reduced lunch and over 95o/o nonwhite. There was a Somali student population
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of over

45o/o

and the remaining students were predominantly African-American

with a small minority of Caucasian, Hispanic, and Asian students as well. The
school had approximately 250 students who were divided into one class for each

grade, kindergaften through eighth grade. The school was chosen because of
my familiarity with the school and the diverse student/family population.

Action Research
In his book Action Research: A Guide for the Teacher Researcher,
Geoffrey Mills (2007) defines action research as:

"any systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers, principals,
school counselors, or other stakeholders in the teaching/learning

environment to gather information about how their particular schools
operate, how they teach, and how well their students learn. This
information is gathered with the goals of gaining insight, developing
reflective practice, effecting positive changes in the school environment,
and improving student outcomes and the lives of those involved." (pg. 5)
For this pafticular project,

I chose to use qualitative research to conduct

action research. The area being studied, the parental effects on academic
achievement, was something that was difficult to quantify because of the great
deal of unknown factors that were involved. Qualitative research allowed me to
Iook at various areas of parental involvement that were difficult to quantify and
see what relationship there was to a child's academic achievement. Qualitative
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research as action research allows the researcher to look for areas that need to
be improved and then form a plan to improve these areas.

It also allows for

many variables to be studied and compared, to show the presence or absence of
relationsh ips,

According to Glaser and Strauss (1967):
'tTheory in sociology is a strategy for handling data in research, providing
modes of conceptualization for describing and explaining. Basing theory

on experimental data ties it to the data and makes it irrefutable." (Page 3)
This study relies heavily on the grounded theory by doing all the research first
and then drawing conclusions from what was found. There were ideas going

into the research of what was going to be found, but the findings and
recommendations offered in this study are all based on what was found in the
d

ata

co I I ected

.

Surueys
The first set of data was collected through a survey that was distributed to
all students in the school except for the kindergafteners. I went around to each
class individually and explained the study and that they were to take the survey

home to their parents to fill out anonymously if they were willing to pafticipate in

the study. Each student was then given a copy of the survey, along with a cover
letter that explained the study in English and Somali, to take home. The survey
contained eighteen questions varying between multiple choice and open-ended

2l
questions. The questions had to do with family make-up, level of parent
education, parent(s) occupation, parental involvement, parental expectations,
parental attitudes towards school, age of child, grades earned by child, what

your child liked and disliked about school, child's grades, child's future
aspirations, parent-teacher communication, extracurricular activities, and child's
attitude about school.
My goal was to find the connection, if any, between a child's academic

achievement (grades) and family make-up, parental views on education, parental
roles in education, communication, and various expectations. Family make-up
was addressed by simply asking who lives in the home. Parental views on
education and the roles parents played was addressed by asking about the

impoftance they placed on education, the parent's level of education, and the
role they thought they should play in education. Parents were asked about
parent-teacher communication and the communication they had with their
children about education to find out the influence of that communication.
Finally, the parents were asked about the grades they expected and what they
expected from their children's futures in education to see if expectations
impacted grades.

Out of 215 sureys that were distributed, 69 usable surveys were returned
completed and returned by the families. Some families had more than one

student, so they filled out one survey for all of the students together, but were
used as individual surveys for each child. A few surveys were thrown out
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because they had been filled out by students instead of parents. Overall, the

return was not as large as anticipated, but there were enough surveys returned

to get a good sample.
At the end of the data collection through surveys/ which lasted four
weeks, I organized the data by categories. Different factors such as the child's
grades were then compared to other factors such as parent expectations in order

to see any existing relationships. Data was expressed as percentages to make it
easier to compare and analyze.

Interviews
After looking through the surueys and analyzing the data, I determined
that some student-generated information would make the study much stronger.
Twenty students were selected randomly from the student body and asked to be
interuiewed for the study, Each took home a permission slip that explained the

study and the parent(s) accepted or declined the invitation for their child to
participate in the study. Thifteen of the permission slips came back with
permission for an interview and out of those, ten students were interviewed.
The other three students did not get interuiewed because of time restraints and

the ending of the school year.
The students who were interuiewed sat down with me in a quiet room,

the library or computer lab, and were asked questions. The questions were
similar to the questions in the family surveys but allowed the students to
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elaborate so more data could be collected. Students were asked about their 0g€,
grade, family dynamics, what kinds of grades they get, their attitudes towards
school, parental expectations, self-expectations, parental attitudes towards
school, and their attitude towards school. These questions were designed to
give some additional information to explain the parent surveys in more depth.

The interviews took about 15-20 minutes a piece and were done at a time when

the student would not miss any academic instruction. I did not record the
interuiews, but took notes and wrote down the answers to each question.

Data
The information gathered from the student interviews was not designed to
give new information about what aspects of parenting affect academic
achievement, but instead to supplement the information gathered in the surueys.
The sample was much too small to be considered a good representation of the

entire school. The information was gathered to help explain some of the
findings and show the student point of view. For example, if students who
perceive high expectations in terms of grades do better academically than those

who dont, then, why is that the case? The information from the interviews was
designed to tell more about these kinds of thiflgs, not give new information. For

the most part, the information gathered in the interviews was consistent with
what the survey revealed.
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Limitations
The purpose of this study was not to come up with concrete findings
about parental involvement and its effects on academic achievement. The
purpose was to look at the data that was collected and see what trends emerged

from what was found. The data collected in this study and the resulting
conclusions only applied to the sample that was studied and cannot be applied to

other populations or schools in general.

fhe ideas that emerged from this study

were meant to describe things that can be done to help this particular population
and give others ideas on where to begin with their specific student populations.
One area that made it impossible to project the findings of this study to

other populations was the sample used. The school studied was a small school,
as mentioned earlier about 250 students in grades K-8, and did not necessarily
reflect the population of schools in the Minneapolis area or in the U,S. The
sample was also predominantly of low socioeconomic status, non-white with

almost 50o/o of the student population speaking English as a second language.
Depending on where you live, this may or may not be your typical school.

Thereforer one cannot assume that the trends that emerge from studying this

paticular group of students would be the same if some or all of the factors I
mentioned were changed. Ideally, the study would be done at several schools of

different varieties around the courtry, but that was not a feasible option.
The second area that made the findings of this study unable to be applied

to other student populatlons was the use of percentages in describing the data.
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This method was chosen to easily describe the things that were found in the
study, but it could not be used to show significance. The percentages showed
things like whether it was more likely for students who were expected to receive
good grades actually did at a higher rate than those who had no expectations.
This coupled with the student interuiews described what types of situations
usually produced a certain klnd of student. However, the percentages were
based on varying sample sizes and did not show individual significance for the

themes that emerged. Therefore, the percentages and overall findings in the

study could not be generalized to larger populations even if they were similar.
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Chapter 4=
Findings

The chafter school surveyed in this study is predominantly non-white,
primarily made up of Somali and African-American students. Out of the 215
surveys that were distributed, 69 of them were filled out and returned.
Preferably, a larger number of surveys would have been returned, but enough

were returned to get a good feel for common trends and relationships that are
present within in this school.

It was expected that there would not be as high

a

return of surveys in Somali families because of the language barrier, but
surprisingly many of the surveys returned were from Somali students. There are
no official numbers on this because of anonymity, but an informal count listed

the return as almost half Somali. Of the families surueyed 13% had a first
grader, 30o/o had a second grader, 77o/o had a third grader, L7o/o had a fourth

grader,4% had fifth, sixth, and seventh graders, and

9olo had

an eight grader.

To find out what aspects of parenting impact a child's academic success,

the suruey focused on eight major area: family make-up, parent education, time
spent helping students on schoolwork, parental expectations for grades, parental
expectations for level of education, perceived parental role in child's education,

extracurricular activities, and the importance of education. These areas were
analyzed and then compared to the grades the child from the corresponding

family repoftedly received to gauge the effect or absence of an impact these
aspects had on a child's education. To get a good understanding of what we
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looked at, the following is a break-down of those eight categories and what the
surueys said about them.

Family Make-up
The first question on the suruey asked about family makeup in the home
and was open-ended as not to limit responses. In this case family make-up was

the people who live in the same house and their relationships. Of those 69
families responding, 49o/o had two parents or two guardians present in the home
and 51% reported a single parent or guardian in the home. l3o/o of the families
were extended families that included grandparents or aunts and uncles while
only 4Yo reported a step parent living at home

. 74o/o of those surueyed repofted

that there was more than one sibling present in the home. Overall, the division
of single parent and two parent families was 51o/o and 49olo respectively,

130/o

of

families were extended, and 75o/o of the families interuiewed had more than one
child.

Figure
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The second question had to do with the highest level of education by one

or both of the parents in the household. The choices were no education (to
account for parents who received no formal education), some high school, a high
school degree, some college credits, an associate's degree, a bachelor's degree,

or a graduate/doctorate degree.
education,

Bo/o

73o/o

of those filling out the survey repofted no

reported some high school, 35% reported completing high school,

4olo had some college

credits, l4o/o had an associates degree, t7o/o had a

bachelor's degree, and 9% had a graduate or doctorate degree. That means
44o/o

of the parents had some type of college degree while the remaining 56%

had a high school diploma or less.

It was a bit surprising that 44o/o of the

families surveyed had a college degree of some soft considering the
socioeconomic status of the school and its students. The occupation of the
parents was asked on the survey, but it was difticult to categorize such a wide
spectrum of jobs varying from factory worker to professor,
Figure 2
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It should be noted here that the level of education does not always
translate to the amount of success in one's career. Many of the parents who had
a college degree had similar jobs to those who did not and many who had no
college degree had very respectable vocations. One student who was
interuiewed summed it up well by saying:

"You dont have to go to college to have a good job and make money. My
parents came to America with hardly any education, but they work hard.
We are not rich, but we have a big house and we don't have to worry

about not having any

food.

I want to go to college, but I will still make

money if I don't."

Time Spent Helping Students
The third section of the suruey had to do with the amount of time parents
spent at home helping with schoolwork. When parents were asked about how
much time a week they spent helping with homework or other school related

work, almost 27o/o said they spent no time during the week helping their

child(ren). 30% said they helped their children one to two hours a week and
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30% said they helped their children three to five hours a week.

4o/o

of families

surueyed said they spent six to eight hours a week and 14% said they spent over

nine hours a week helping children in their studies.

It should be noted here that many of the families indicated they spent no
or little time helping children with homework or other school related work
because the child(ren) made good grades in school and needed no help,

Similarly, many of those who spent six or more hours a week repofted this was

the case because their student had some soft of disability that required them to
spend extra time on school work. About half the studenfs interuiewed said they
received help when they asked for it, but they only asked if they had questions

or couldn't figure something out. About 25o/a of the students also said they
asked for help at school or from a sibling before they asked for help from thelr

parents, This was typically the case with the Somali students interuiewed
because "my parents don't understand what we are doing at school."

Student Grades and Parent Expectations
Parents were asked what kinds of grades their children received and a

variety of answers came

in, In order to compile

the various answers, grades

were categorized as follows: above average (A's and B's only), average (mostly
B's and C's), and below average (D's and below). The majority of survey
responses

fit into these categories with the exception of a few which repofted

things like "A's and B's mainly, but an F in math." These surveys were placed in
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the average category with the thinking that many parents tend to Iabel their
children above average as opposed to average

.

360/o

of parents repofted that

their child or children received above average grades, 51% reported average
grades for their children, and just fewer than 13o/o reported below average
grades for their children.
Figure 3
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The surueys also revealed that ZLo/o of parents expected all A's, 29a/o
expected A's and B's, 4olo expected A's-C's, L4o/o expected B's and C's, and 3lo/a
expected that their children give their best effort. All of the parents of students

with some sort of disability that affected their learning fell into the expectation
category of

-'best

effort." Many other parents also noted on their surveys that

they expected the best effort of their children, but they thought that their best

eftoft should result in all A's or A's and B's. Many also said that if their children
were not capable of A's and B's, they would not expect that of them.
Figure 4

Expected Grades
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Out of the ten students interuiewed, all said they were expected to get A's
and B's except for one student. That student also had a learning disability and
said:

"My mom just expects me to do my best in all my classes. I mean, like, if

I got an'*F" in gym she would be mad because I am good at sports, but if
I got an "F" in math she might just think I need more help and work with
me on it more,"

A large majority of parents surveyed (860/o) said there were
consequences for not meeting expectations ranging from a discussion to loss of

privileges. The remaining

L4o/o

receiving expected grades.

said there were no consequences for not

It was interesting to see that about half the parents

expected all A's or A's and B's but only about 35% had children who reached
those grades.

Parental Role in Education
When asked in the suruey, almost all parents said they thought they
should have some role in their child's education whether it was suppoft or
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continued education outside of the classroom. An overwhelming 95o/o also said

that their child's education was very impoftant. This was backed up by the
student interuiews in which all the students said their parent(s) thought
ttMy
education was impoftant, One girl said,
mom says education is impoftant
because it is the way for me to have a better

life." Another girl said,'tMy

says that school is the most important thing in my

school, then

I have

dad

life. If I don't'do well in

no social Iife."

Most parents believed that they should have a role in their child's

education, but their answers varied a bit when asked how often they
communicated with their child's teachers. 52o/o said they communicate with their
child's teachers on a regular basis, which for this study is considered a 2-3 times

a month. The majority of parents of students with disabilities fell into this
category and reported communicating with teachers weekly and some even

daily. 22o/o of parents say they communicated wlth teachers sometimes, 2-3
times a year. Many of these parents say they only communicated at conference
time or if there is a problem at school. The final 260/o say they never or rarely
communicated with their chlld's teachers. Many of these parents said there is no
reason to communicate unless there is a problem and there are rarely problems.

When interuiewed, on boy said:

"My mom doesn't speak much English so it is hard for her to
communicate with my teachers.

If she wants to meet with them she can
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get the school interpreter, but she has to come to school and take work

off. I do well in school so she doesn't ever come in."
Figure

5
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Many of the other students interuiewed had similar things to say about

why their parents did not have more contact with their teachers. The students
interuiewed who had special learning needs or behavior issues said their parents
had more frequent contact with their teachers. One girl said:

"My mom talks with Ms. _
had a good day.

(EBD teacher) everyday to make sure

I

If I don't she knows about it before I even get home.

It's kinda annoying because she is always in my business about school
and like homework and stuff."

Expected Level of Education
For this study, the expected level of education is the highest level of

education that parents expected their child to complete. The findings concerned
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with the Ievel of education expected were a little surprising before reading some
of the comments and looking over the student interviews. 30% of parents said
they expected their child to complete a high school diploma,

Bo/o

said they

expected an associates degree, 390/o expected a bachelor's degree, and 22o/o
expected their child to obtain a graduate or doctorate degree.
Figure 6
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The high number of expected bachelor and graduate/doctorate degrees
was a little surprising, but the relatively high number who expected their children

to simply make it through high school was even more so. However, looking back
many of the parents who expected only a high school diploma noted that they

would like their child to do better, but the high school diploma was the bare

minimum. Others said they only had a high school diploma and had made
good life for themselves. One girl who was interviewed said:

a
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"My mom didn't finish high school so she says she can't expect me to go
to college. She says I should go to college, but she didn't and turned out
okay.

"

Another girl said:
"My dad says I should do better than him and that

I

have to go to

college. I think he wishes he would have done something different and I
can be better than him or something."

Extracu rricu

la

r Activiti es

Many of the parents surveyed had a lot to say about extracurricular

activities. T2o/o of the 69 families interviewed said their child participated in one

or more extracurricular activities such as sports, clubs, or other organized
activities. One parent wrote in that his/her child could participate in spofts

as

long as his/her grades stayed up and he/she stayed out of trouble. Another
parent stated that sports were what kept his/her child out of trouble and focused
on school. Of the 29o/o who said their children did not participate in

extracurricular activities, many noted that their children needed to focus on

school. Others said their children were not old enough for these kinds of
activities yet, but would participate when they were old enough.The students

who were interviewed echoed the surveyed parents and said they participated in
extracurricular activities as Iong as they did well in school. Others said their
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parents were worried about them going to activities by themselves because they
lived in rough neighborhoods.

Impoftance of Education
83% of the parents surveyed said their children thought education was
important and according to the student interuiews they were correct. All but one
of the students interviewed said they thought that education was impoftant.
One boy said school was impoftant because:

"I want to go to college

and get a degree so I can have a good career."

Another student said:

'tlt is important to learn how to read, write, and do well in math so you
can get a job. Education equals a good job."
The one student who did not think education was important said:

"My mom and dad never finished high school. My dad is in jail, but my
mom has a good enough job to pay our bills. School isnt for everyol're."

Definition of Academic Success
Different individuals have different ideas of academic success, but for this
study a given child's repofted grades were used to determine academic success,
Because the surueys were anonymous, there was no way to compare the

subjects to their test scores or grades received, so

I had to rely on the honesty

of the person filling out the suruey. I asked for grades in terms of Ab, B's, and
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so on as to make it as easy to comprehend as possible.

It occurred to me that

many of the families that had recently come to America may not understand the

grading system, but I went over the grading system in each of the classes before
handing out the suruey and the majority of the students seemed to have an
understanding of

it.

Grades were broken down into different categories to make

it easier to compare grades to various factors. Grades of A's and B's were
considered above averdge, some B's and mostly C's avertsg€, and D's and below

were considered below average.

Comparison of Variables
To see how different aspects of a parent's involvement affected education,

the reported grades of each student were compared to the reported levels of
involvement in seven different categories. The first areas compared were the
students'grades and the family make-up at home for each student. The second
areas compared were parent's education and grades. Third areas were the
grades parents expected compared to the grades the children received. The

fourth areas compared were parent-teacher communication and grades a child
receives. The fifth areas compared were the level of education each parent
expects their child to complete versus grades. The sixth areas compared were

the hours a parent spends weekly on helping their child with their homework
compared to grades. The final areas compared were pafticipation in

extracurricular to the grades a child receives.
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Family Make-up VS. Grades
As mentioned earlier, in the surveys families were asked to describe the

family make-up at home. There were single-parent families, two-parent families,
step-parent families, extended families, and families with more than one child. Of

the 69 families surveyed,3T of them were single-parent families, 32 were twoparent families, only 3 were step-parent families, 9 were extended families, and
50 families had more than one child. 650/o of the single-parent families repofted

that their child received average grades,

24o/o

reported above-average grades,

and the remaining LLo/o repofted below average grades. In two-parent families

almost 38% repofted average grades, 47o/o repofted above average grades, and
15% repoted below average grades. Interestingly,

54o/o

of families with more

than one child reported that their students received above average grades, while

30% received average grades, and

160/o received below average

grades. 66% of

the extended families repofted average grades and 33% repofted below average
grades.

Figure 7
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At a glance, it looked as though children from one-parent families are at

a

disadvantage when it comes to earning above average grades. Almost half of

the children from two-parent families received above average grades while only
about a fourth of kids from single-parent families received above average

grades. The expected grades of children from one- and two-parent families are
similar as well as the expected levels of education. However, students from
single-parent families had some other factors such as parent-teacher
communication and level of parent education that may have attributed to this
discrepancy.

Of the single-parent families surueyed, 50ryo of the parents reported that

they had very Iittle or no contact at all with their child's teachers. None of the
two-parent families reported little or no contact with their child's teachers. It is
logical that it is much easier for two parents to contact a teacher by phone or in
person than it would be for a single parent. Many times it is much more difficult
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for a single parent to get the necessary time off work during the day to meet or
speak with their child's teachers. Two parents often have more flexibility and
can more easily meet or speak with a child's teacher when needed. Therefore,
many single parents are at a disadvantage because they do not know what is

going on with their child's education as many two-parent families. One boy said:

"My mom never talks to my teachers because she has two jobs and three
of us (kids). She don't have time to talk to my teachers unless I get in
trouble or something."
Another factor that might have explained the gap in children with above
average grades from two- and single-parent families is the level of education. Of
all the single-parent families surueyed, only 75o/o of the parents had an
Associates Degree or higher while only Bo/o had a Bachelor's Degree. This was
compared to 54o/o of parents from two-parent families who had an Associates
Degree or higher and 41% who had at least a Bachelor's Degree. Many times

a

single parent does not have the time or resources to finish a college degree,
especially if they became a parent at a young age. A child's education was not

directly effected by their parents'level of education, the survey indicated only
37o/a

of students with above average grades have a parent with a college

degree. It did, however, affect what type of job their parents had and could
have had an impact on their perception of their parents'value of education as
evidenced by this child's comments:

"My mom makes all kinds of money and she never went to no college. I
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think college is good and all, but you can be fine without."
Family dynamics seemed to have some impact on a child's academic
achievement when it came to above average versus average grades. However,

it seemed those diflerences were attributed to other factors such as parentteacher communication and level of education which are more prevalent in
single-parent families as evidence by the suruey. One child who was interviewed
said:

"My mom didn't go to college because she had me in high school. She
has a good job and is able to take care of us just

fine. Why do I need to

go to college?"

This led to the question of whether a parent's level of education had an
affect on a child's academic achievement.

Parent Education VS. Grades
The highest level of parent education was broken down to no formal
education, some high school education, a high school diploma, some college. an
associate's degree, a bachelor's degree, and a graduate or doctorate degree.
There were 9 families who reported no parental education, 6 who completed
some high school, 24 who finished high school, 3 who had some college credits,
9 who had an Associates Degree, 12 who had a bachelor's degree, and 6 who
had some sort of graduate degree. Of those families who reported no formal
parent education, 560/o of the students had average grades, 33% had above
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average grades, and 11o/o had below average grades. 83olo of parents who had
some high school education had children with average grades while 50o/o of the
parents who completed high school reported children with average grades. Of

these parents, 38% repofted their children received above average grades and
LZolo

repofted below average grades. All (100o/o) of the families who reported

some college credits as the highest level of education reported children receiving
above average grades. 33o/o of parents with associates degrees had children

with above average grades and

670/o had

children with average grades. Half of

the parents with a bachelor's degree had students with average grades while
one-foutth had children with above average grades and one-fourth with below
average grades. The final group was the parents with graduate or doctorate
degrees and half reported students with above average grades while half

reported students with below average grades.
Figure B

Parent Education VS, Grades
60%

s0%
40o/a

E Above Average

30%

I

Average
tr Below Average

20%
10%
0%

None

HS

BA

MA

44

Of all the parents with a college degree, 68% repofted that they expected

their child to give their best effort while the remaining

32o/o expected B's and C's.

Not one of these parents expected their child to get all A's or even A's and B's.
This could be due to more realistic goals for lower performing students or maybe

these parents just arent pushing their children enough. All the students
interviewed except for one, indicated that they were reprimanded in some way if
they did not meet their parent's expectations in grades. They all said they were
highly motivated to achieve expected grades to avoid any type of punishment.
One girl even said:
t'My

mom expects me to get A's and B's and if I don't

I

have no social

life..,..Plus I want to get good grades because it is important so I can go

to college,"
Two-thirds of those same parents who had college degrees expected their
children to earn at least a bachelor's degree, These were the same parents that
expected the best effort from their children or

Bt

and C's. Again, it is possible

that these parents were more realistic and had lower peforming children. Or
maybe they were trying not to put too much pressure on their children to do

well. It

is just surprising that these parents who had completed some Ievel of

college, and for the most part expected their children to go to college, did not
have higher expectations of their children in terms of grades. Did the
expectation of higher grades make a difference in academic achievement?
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Expected Grades VS. Grades
The parents who expected their children to have higher grades seemed to
have more impact than seen in other areas. There were 15 families who
expected all A's,24 who expected A's and B's, 9 who expected B's and C's, and
21 who expected best effort, Those who expected all A's reported about half
(53o/o) of their children receive average grades while the other half $7o/o)

reported they received above average grades. Those who expected A's and B's
reported 50% of their children receiving above average grades, 42o/o receiving
average grades, and only B% with below average grades. All of the families who
expected students to maintain B's and C's had children who received average

grades. Those families who did not have a specific expectation. but instead
asked for their child's best effort repofted that 38% had below average grades,
l9o/o had average grades, and 47o/o had above average grades.

It should again

be noted that this group contained most of the students with special needs.
Figure

I
Expected Grades V5. Grades
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The data seemed to point to the conclusion that higher parental
expectations in terms of grades positively effected the academic achievement of
a

child.

The one place this seemed to be in question is the 54olo of students

who were expected to make A's and B's or higher who received average grades.
One could argue that although it is good to aim for the top, it is not likely or
even possible for everyone to achieve at the highest level. One boy who was
interuiewed said:
t'My parents get
upset if I dont get all A's and B's, but sometimes I try
hard and I still get bad grades. I don't think it is fair to have to get A's

and B's if I can't."
Above average grades were called "above average" because they were

better grades than most (average) students earn. Ideally, everyone would
receive A's and

Bt, but that

is not the way school works. On top of that, 7lo/o of
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the parents of those students who were expected to receive A's and B's or higher
but fell short report very little or no communication with their child's teachers.

It

would ceftainly appear that higher expectations of grades led to higher levels of
academic achievement. In the situations that this was not the case/ other

factors such as lack of parent-teacher communication might have been to blame.

Parent-Teacher Communication and Grades
Communication between teachers and parents seemed to have some
impact on a child's grades. 36 of the families surveyed said they had regular
communication with their child's teacher, 15 said they communicated sometimes,

and 18 said they never communicated with their child's teachers. Those parents
who regularly communicated with their child's teachers, a few times monthly,

repoted that 53% of their students had average grades, 6% had below average
grades, and 410/o had above average grades. The students whose parents
communicated with their teachers a few times during the school year reported

that

40o/o received above average grades, 47o/o received average grades, and

13% received below average grades. Of the children whose parents reported

that they never or very rarely communicated with their children's teachers 50%
received average grades, 27o/o received above average grades, and 22o/o
received below average grades.
Students who repoftedly thought school was impoftant had above
average grades 42o/o of the time, average grades 530/o of the time, and below
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average grades 5% of the

time. Of the students who reportedly didnt

care

about school, about half had average grades and the other half below average
grades.

Figure 10
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Interestingly enough, the parents who reported no contact with teachers
were all single parents and had a high school education or Iess, These same
parents had similar expectations of their children as other parents, but had
limited education themselves and did not seem to be as involved. Many parents
noted on their surueys that they did not communicate with their child's teacher
mainly because their child received good grades and never got in trouble. In

their minds this meant that there was no reason for contact. Others noted that
their child's teachers never called them unless their child was in trouble. Several
of the students interuiewed said that they did not like it when their parents
communicated with their teachers because it was usually when they were in

trouble. Another student disagreed and said,
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*'My

special ed, teacher talks to my mom everyday and lets her know how

my day went......I like this because my mom knows how

I am doing at

school and she helps me more."

The numbers indicate that more parent-teacher communication was
usually a positive when it comes to academic achievement.

It

makes sense that

a more informed parent could help guide their child's education more easily.
Obviously, some students might have required more communication between
home and school than others, but it appeared that some communication is best.

It might

be tough for some parents, especially single parents, to communicate

with their child's teachers, but it was something that is impoftant in a child's
education.

Expected Education VS. Grades
The expectations for a child's level of education seemed to have a similar
impact on grades as expected grades. Of the 21 students who were expected to

complete high school, 47o/o received average grades, l9o/o received above
average grades, and 33% received below average grades. The 6 students who

were expected to obtain an Associate's Degree reported

77o/o

with average

grades and B3o/o with below average grades. The 27 students who were
expected to complete a Bachelor's Degree repofted 37o/o receiving above
average grades and 62% receiving average grades. Finally, of the 15 students

who were expected to obtain a graduate or doctorate degree,4To/o received
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above average grades while 53% received average grades. In summary, the
parents who expected their children to get a four-year degree had children who
received average or better grades while parents who expected less than a fouryear degree usually had children with average grades or lower.
Figure 11

Expected Level of Education VS, Grades
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No other variable was as easily interpreted as this one and that leads to

ovenwhelming evidence that having high expectations of children in terms of
level of education had a positive effect on their academic achievement. There
are surely other variables involved, but letting children know that they are
expected to go to college and get a degree was extremely important in their
academic careers. This showed children that they are not only capable of
reaching higher levels of education, but also it is what is expected of them. Only
29o/a

of the parents that expected their children to earn a four-year degree

actually have four-year degrees themselves. In these cases the message was
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even stronger: "you need to do better than I

did.'

When interuiewed, one child

said,

"My parents came here from Somalia to get a better life for me and my
brothers and sisters. They expect me to go to college and get a good job.

If I don't do that I am wasting the chance they gave me."
Many other kids interuiewed had this same attitude and it has led them to

work harder in school according to them.

Hours Spent on Homework VS. Grades
The amount of hours spent each week by parents helping children with
homework was broken down into no hours, 1-2 hours, 3-5 hours, 6-8 hours, and

9-plus hours. Of the 15 parents who spent no time helping with schoolwork,
260/o

of their kids had below average grades, 40o/o had above average grades,

and 33% had average grades. Of the 21 parents who spent 1-2 hours weekly,
57o/o

of their kids had average grades, 38o/o had above average grades, and 10%

had below average grades. Of the 21 parents who spent 3-5 hours,29o/o of the
kids had below average grades,5To/o had average grades, and 140/o had above
average grades. Of the 3 parents who spent 6-8 hours weekly helping with

schoolwork, 660/o reported children with average grades and 33o/o with above
average grades. The 9 families who spent more than nine hours a week helping

with schoolwork reported 55% of students with average grades,
average grades, and 11% with below average grades.

33o/o

with above
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Figure 12

Weekly Hours Helping with Homework
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As it appears, the amount of time a parent spent helping a child with
homework did not have a significant effect of the childt academic achievement.
This could be attributed to cultural differences or the fact that higher achieving
students don't often need extra help on homework. One student noted:

"My mom's not the person I would ask for help with my homework. I
usually get help at school if

I need it and if not I call one of my friends or

ask my brother. The stuff we do in school is way harder than what my
mom did."

Extracurricu

la

r Activities VS. Grades

The final factor involving student achievement that was studied was

participation in extracurricular activities and grades, While this is not directly tied

to parental involvement, many students did not pafticipate in extracurricular
activities because their parents would not allow them to for one reason or
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another, Half of the students who participated in extracurricular activities
received above average grades, 40o/o received average grades, and 10%
received below average grades. None of the students who did not participate in

extracurricular activities received above average grades. However, thls could be
attributed to the fact that they did not participate in extracurricular activities
because of their poor grades. 81% of these students received average grades

while

L9o/o

received below average grades.

Summary
In summdry, none of the areas that were compared with grades seemed
to guarantee academic success, but a few of them ceftainly seemed to help.
Parental expectations for grades as well as for the level of education their child
completes seemed to have a positive effect on a childt academic achievement.
Also, having regular level of communication between the parents and teachers
appeared to also increase the chance of academic success. Family make-up and

the parent's level of education seemed to help increase academic success in
ceftain situations when the other variables (expectations, family support, and
parent-teacher communication) were right , but not by themselves. The amount

of time spent helping students with homework did not seem to be a good
predictor of academic success unless the student struggled with academics
a

lready.
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The next chapter will consider why these areas helped or had little effect
on academic achievement and what can be done with this information to have

the most impact.
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Chapter 5:
Conclusions and Recommendations

Most researchers and educators would agree that what goes on at home
has a lot to do with how a child pedorms in school. Some feel that the dynamics

of the family have an effect on academic achievement (Shreeve 1985, Kaiser
L994, and Sears 1995), while others believe there are other underlying factors

which have more of an impact on a child's academic achievement (Shim, Felner,
Shim 2000, Battle 2002, and Rostine 2001). This study was designed to look
beyond family make-up at other factors that influence academic achievement.

Through surveys and student interviews themes emerged that were related-to
varying degrees-to student academic success.

Less

Influential Factors
There are advantages to having a typical two-parent family for children,

but it does not appear that higher levels of academic achievement is necessarily
one of them. The information found in this study showed that a larger
percentage of students had above average grades in two-parent families than in

single-parent families. However, when factors such as parent-teacher
communication and parental expectations were controlled, there was little
difference in the achievement of students from each group. The likelihood of
such things as parent-teacher communication might be much easier in a twoparent family, but an involved single parent can be just as effective.

s6

Surprisingly, the level of education obtained by the parents also seemed

to have little effect on the academic achievement of their children. Many of the
parents who had at least a college degree had children who received average or
below average grades. The parents'level of education seemed to make

a

difference only when it was paftnered with high expectations for a child's grades.
Interestingly enough, the majority of the parents who had at least a college
degree expected their child's "best effort." This is not to say that a child's best

effort is not good enough, but many students see the expectation of their best
effoft as an opportunity to not work as hard. Therefore, having a highly
educated parent does not always translate to better grades for their children.

The hours parents spent on homework with their children and its lack of
effect on academic success made sense, Most students who get good grades do
not need help from their parents on their homework. Many times these students
do not have homework because they finish their work at school. It is always nice

to have help when needed, but the students who usually need it are the ones
who are already struggling. This is not to say that parents helping their children

with schoolwork is a bad thing. Many students would not be able to get by in
school without help at home.

It

is

just more likely that the students capable of

earning A's and B's can often do the work on their own.

fhe final area studied that did not seem to have a significant impact on
academic success was pafticipation in extracurricular activities. Participation in

extracurricular activities was based more on academic success than a cause of it.
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Many of the families and students indicated that they did not participate in

extracurricular activities and if they did that it did not have much impact on their

education. This may be paftially due to the fact that the sample of families
surueyed had students in grades K-8.

It would be interesting to see the effect

participation in extracurricular activities had on high school students' grades.

Successful Students

It can

be concluded from the information given thus far that one single

factor does not have an overpowering influence on a student's academic
achievement. A variety of factor combinations seemed to determine a child's
academic achievement. Many students who received above average grades had

three factors in common that could explain their academic success.
First, 630/o of these students were expected to get either all A's or A's and

B's. The other

37o/o

were expected to glve their best effort. In most of these

cases/ it could be assumed that they are also expected to do well because they

are in fact above average students and their best is pretty good. According to
this study, not many students had parents who expected poor grades of them.
However, not one of the "above average" students had a parent who expected

anything less than their best, which parents felt in most cases was A's and B's.

It could be that these students were expected to do well
proven that they were capable of

it.

because they had

However, it is very likely and logical that
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the expectation of good grades at least had some positive effect on a student's
grades.

Secondly, BBo/o of students who received above average grades had
parents that reported at least occasional contact with teachers, Most of the

students interviewed said that the main reason for frequent parent-teacher
communication was due to poor behavior in school. However, many also noted

that their parents checked in occasionally with their teachers on their academic
progress or lack there

of. It

is fair to say then

that parent-teacher

communication is an impoftant factor in a child's education, even if it was only
occasional. This allowed the parent to be informed about what was going on in
school and helped the teacher identify problem areas that a student may not
have mentioned to the student but may have mentioned to a parent.
The final factor that seemed to be common among above average

students was the level of education that was expected of them. Similar to grade
expectations,

644/o

of students with above average grades were expected to

obtain at least a bachelor's degree. Another tlo/o were expected to obtain at
least an associate's degree, 760/o of above average students who are expected

to go to college may not seem like a large percentage if you are looking at

a

middle/upper class suburban school, however, when many of the students had
parents who had little education as far as college goes, this was an astounding

number. 90% of these students had parents who expected them to receive
higher level of education than the parents themselves had.

a
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What Needs to Be Done
Obviously, there are many factors that in the right combination had

a

large effect on a student's academic achievement. However, the three main
factors found in this study that produced excellence in academic achievement

were parent-teacher communication, parental expectations in level of future
education and in grades. What these things have in common are that they are
all things that show students how impotant their parents think school

is. If

parents have high standards and make the effort to communicate with teachers

then kids will look at them and see how important education is. A student who
thinks education is impotant is much more likely to give their best and that is all
educators can expect.

How to Learn About Parent-Teacher Communication
This leaves the question of what teachers can do to increase parent
communication and get them to realize how important their mere expectations

are. It

is easy to say teachers need to communicate with parents, but many

teachers do not know where to begin. In a study by Lazar Althier, Patricia
Broderick, Tom Mastrilli and Frances Slostad (1999), it was reported that:

"35 (out of 100) of the teachers surveyed have received no formal training
in the area of parent

involvement.

most teachers want this kind of

educational support, pafticularly in the area of parent-teacher
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collaboration, and education on parent involvement was highly dependent
on teachers' initiative and available in-service support from the school

district." (Page B)
Teachers want to communicate with parents and build these necessary
relationships with parents, but many simply don't know where to begin.
According to Althier and colleagues (1999), many preservice education
programs are beginning to add coursework teaching educators to deal with

parents. Also, many schools are now adding training about parent teacher
relations to ongoing professional development. Althier and colleagues (1999)
also encourage teachers to "explore studies on parent-teacher" communication

to educate themselves fufther. I took their advice and found a variety of
strategies used to help increase parent-teacher communications and form
relationships that allow both sides to work together to provide the best

opportunity for academic success in the students. Many of the things I found
were social norms that we apply to other walks of !ife, but for whatever reason
are not applied to parent-teacher relationships.

Forming Strong Relationships
Almost all researchers and educators would agree that the key to strong
parent-teacher communication is building a strong relationship. Nearly al!
schools have parent-teacher conferences and send home some soft of

informational letter periodically, but many parents see these as formalities.

61

Spending 15-20 minutes talking during conferences does not provlde enough

time and communication to build the kind of relationship that is needed. In her
article on involving African American parents, Michelle Frazier Trotman (2001)
says educators need to:

"Establish a rapport with parents. Contact parents before problems arise.
Do not limit communication with parents to only that of problems with the

child. This may help to eliminate the negative connation that parents
have towards schools, especially if they feel as if school personnel only
contact them with negative news." (Page 275)
The goal is to make the parents feel comfortable with you as an educator
so you can have meaningful discussions. Elizabeth Morgan (1989) discusses

some ideas for doing this in her article on parent-teacher communication

techniques. The first suggestion is to always greet your students'parents by
name. This gives the parents a sense of self-wofth and makes them not feel !ike
they are just another number. If you are meeting with a student's parent(s) or
calling them, make sure to find out their name beforehand. This should be paft

of the preparation process for any parent-teacher meeting.
The second suggestion by Morgan (1989) is to share a positive anecdote

with the parents about their child whether it is a meeting, phone call, or a quick
chat after school, It can be a story about something that happened in class or
something you observed at recess. At my school we are encourage to start each

parent-teacher conference with a something positive. It shows the parents that
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you see the good things their children do and are not just focused on grades and
behavior issues. No one likes to be bombarded with negative news and this is a
quick easy way to say something positive about a student.

I have tried this with

parents at my school and it has been highly successful. There is no better way

to ease a little tension then telling a parent a funny story about their child.
Morgan's (1989) third suggestion is to send home personalized notes to
parents on occasion. Most schools and many teachers send home a letter to
parents once a month or every couple of months, but these are often form

letters, Personalized letters shows that you care about each student and their
parents as individuals. Personalized letters may be a little more time consuming

than sending out the same letter to all the parents, but in the long run its helps

to strengthen the relationship. It is also a quick and easy way to let the parents
know what is going on and relay any concerns. I sent a note home with one

student every week. It takes 30 seconds to write the note, but his parents
always know how he is doing and can help him when he needs it.
Morgan's (1989) fourth suggestion to increase parent-teacher

communication is to make positive phone calls home to parents. As mentioned
earlier, no one wants to hear only negative things about their child and many
teachers only call home if there is a problem.

I

have made an effort this school

year to call the parents of one or two children a week to just tell them something

their child is doing well, You would not believe how happy and appreciative
some parents are when they receive these calls. In most cases it has made
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communication much easier and more frequent and when I do have to call about
something negative parents are more receptive.
These are just a few tips on how to improve parent-teacher

communication, but anything that promotes positive discussion is helpful. At my
school, there are parents who literally avoid phone calls from the school or never
come to conferences because they do not want to deal with someone telling

them that their children are doing poorly. Staying positive lets parents know you
are simply monitoring progress and that you care about the good as well as the

bad. It also shows them that it is good to talk or communicate in other ways
even if there is not a problem.

Communicating With Parents
As previously mentioned, it is a good idea to stay positive in
communications with parents because it will improve the quality and frequency

of your communication. Morgan (1989) also has some other ideas of things to
keep in mind when communicating with parents.

I

have tried to use these ideas

in my communication with parents and so far it has been fairly successful.
The first thing is to always keep in mind that parents have a very strong

emotional investment in their children. Many times teachers assume that the
parents agree with what they are doing and the recommendations they make.
used to be that if a teacher said something to a parent, they took it as gospel.

In present times, parents are more often likely to take the word of their child

It
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over the word of the teacher.

It

is impoftant to show parents that it is not you

versus them and that you have the best interests of their children in mind when

you say or do anything involving them.
Next, keep in mind that parents are often looking for reassurance that
they are doing a good

job. It is impoftant that you find things they are doing

well and focus on those things. Then parents will be more receptive to ideas you
have such as raising their expectations of their children. If a parent feels as

though you are questioning their parenting abilities or disapprove of the way

they handle things, they are not likely to listen to your input and communication
will suffer, It also puts you in a "you versus them" situation that is not healthy.
Also, experiences and values that people have shape the way they define
problems or expectations. Things you as a teacher see as a problem may not
seem like a problem to parents. Be sure not to discount parents'beliefs or
values when discussing a problem. If there is a problem explain why the
behavior is a problem and what can be done to correct
expectations as

it.

This goes for

well. Many of the students at my school do not have

high

expectations for the level of education they will attaln because things like college

were not an option for their parents. Dont just tell the parents that it

is

impotant to have high expectations, explain to them why and show them that
these things can be obtained.
The foutth suggestion when communicating with parents is to not pretend

to know all of the answers. Just like with students, it is okay to show that you
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don't know everything. This often shows that you are human too and that you
need to look for guidance in areas as

well. Many parents avoid asking teachers

questions because they are embarrassed, but showing that you have questions

too helps alleviate this. If a parent asks about something that you don't know,
tell them you aren't sure and offer to look into it or even look into it together.
The impoftant thing in communicating with parents is to remember that
they are people just like you. Don't always think of them as the parents of one
of your students. Treat them as you would any other person in a normal
conversation and remember that you are working together, not against each

other. The sooner this can be realized on both ends, the better the chances are
of forming the relationship needed to help the student be successful.

Sharing lnformation
The topic most parents are interested in when they meet with a child's

teacher is how their child is doing in school. As an educator it is difficult to know
what information to share with them. Do they want to see test scores? Do they
want to see examples of work? What is the best way to explain to them how

their child is doing and what needs to be improved? Judith Williston and Sue
Grossman (2000) did research on this topic and came up with some ideas about

what parents want from a teacher and how a teacher can be prepared to deliver

this. They start the article by explaining:
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'*....parents most often rely on teachers for education information .....
parents also rely on their children and other parents for information.
These findings suggest that if teachers wish to communicate with parents

about educational progress, they should make accurate and useful
information readily available." (Page 106)
The things that Williston and Grossman (2000) found that most parents

'tare looking for are information about their child, concrete evidence of

their child's pefformance/ assurance that ample learning is taking place,
advance notice of concerns about their child's progress, and
recommendations about how they can help." (Page 106)

To help parents understand these things, share anecdotes about their child in

school. This helps them paint a picture of thelr child in an academic setting.
Explain to parents how you assess their child and how their child is doing from a

stand point of progress and compared to other students, Sometimes we use
ways of assessment that seem confusing to parentsr so make sure to explain it

to them. Show work examples so parents can see the child's progress in areas

of need and be sure to let parents know if their child is falling behind. Finally,
assume that parents want to help and give them the tools they need to help

their child be successful. If having higher expectations will make their children
more successful academically. then tell them this and explain why.
These suggestions seem easy enough, but many teachers worry about

whether they are prepared to meet all these needs. Williston and Grossman
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(2000) offer four questions that teachers can ask themselves to make sure they
are prepared.
'*Can parents see their children's ongoing progress?" Keep samples of

work throughout the year and give the parents updates. If they can see
progress they feel like they are helping, If the parents see that there is no or

little progress being made, they are more likely to be open to suggestions.
"Do parents feel informed about goals for their child?" Make sure that
you tell parents what their children should be achieving. If the student reads at
a third grade level but should be reading at a sixth grade level, explain what

improvement you want them to show.

It

is also helpful to invite parents to set

their own goals for their children and they can be similar or totally different than
your goals.
-'Is

the information I am offering accurate and reliable?" Teachers need

to be sure that the information about a child's academic achievement that they
give to parents accurately shows the level of the chlld's abilities. Make sure to
Iet the parents know what their child is capable of even if the child is not

peforming at that level. Doing this can help the parents have more realistic
expectations of their children in terms of the grades they receive.

If a child is

underachieving the parents can talk with them about why they should be doing

better and hold them to these higher expectations.
'*Do parents understand their children's strengths and needs?" Parents

need to know what their children are good at so they can encourage them in
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these areas and make sure they are Iiving up to their potential. Similarly,
parents need to know what their children are struggling

with. Teachers really

need to specify what areas a child needs help in and give the parents resources

to help their children. Parents my look at a poor grade in math as a lack of
effort, but as a teacher you may see this as an area that needs work.

How to Change Parental Expectations
Parental expectations seem to play a big part in the academic
achievement, but it is something that many teachers feel they have no control

over. Ultimately, an educator cannot make parents expect more of their children
and I personally do not feel that it would work any way unless it is truly genuine.
However, communicating with parents, forming strong relationships with them,

and keeping them informed are all great ways to raise parental expectations.
Many parents assume that their children wont go to college or get all A's
because they don't have the resources or because the parent themselves fell

shoft. However, the better you know parents the more faith they will have in
the things you tell them. You then have the opportunity to communicate how
much potential their child has and provide them with information and other
resources to obtain higher goals. Many parents don't expect much because they

do not realize the effect this has on their children, but

I

believe that as you show

them how important it is then they will staft to expect more.

69

Summary
The factors that seemed to matter most in influencing a child's academic
achievement were parent-teacher communication and parental expectations in

both grades and level of education. There are many ways to make
improvements in these areas such as improving parent-teacher communications,

providing parents with the information to help their children, and getting parents

to raise their standards for their children. The techniques listed above are just a
few ways to get parents more involved in their child's education and that is the
main goal. Parents who are more involved will communicate with teachers and
have higher expectations of their children. Anything that you as an educator can
do to increase that involvement will be beneficial to you, the parents, and the
child.

Questions for Future Studies
While the study did produce some helpful information on the topic of
parental involvement and its affect on academic achievement, there are some

things that could be looked at in future studies that would shed even more light
on the topic. Would the same themes emerge if this study was done in

a

different socioeconomic sample? Would students from wealthier families be
aftected by the same aspects of parental involvement as the students from the
sample who are from a lower socioeconomic class? Are these trends unique to

the students in the sample or would they be similar in students of a different
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cultural background? Does age seem to have an effect on how much parental
involvement affects academic achievement? Finally, does an increase in parentteacher communication lead to higher parental expectations for their children?
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Chapter 6:
Self Reflection

This study has taught me a lot about all the factors that go into education
and things I can do as an educator to improve my teaching.

I have never taken

the time to look at education from the view of the parents and this study allowed
me to do

that, At the school I currently teach for, I often feel as though the

parents don't care and that is why so many of the students don't care. However,

I now feel

like the parents care, but they often don't know what to do to help

their children be successful. The more I think about it, the more

I

realize that

a

lot of the problems are things that I, the teacher, dffi doing or not doing, These
are things that

I never learned

implementing them

Pa

in school that this study shed light on and by

I can improve myself

as a teacher.

rent-Teacher Com mu nication

I

have always felt very strongly that the key to a good education starts at

home and the values that are learned there. This study went great lengths to
reinforce that belief and showed me that it all starts with communication
between the teacher and parents.

I

make a strong effort to get to know the

families of my students/ or at least I thought I

did. I make phone calls home

and try and write a parent letter home every month. What this study showed
me is that the things that I am doing are great, but they are not nearly enough.
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One of my strengths is communicating positive things to parents instead

of contacting them only when there is a problem.

I

have made an effoft this

year to try and call at least one or two children's parents a week to say

something nice about them.

It might

be that I call to say that they did well on

test or to tell the parent a funny story about the student. Whatever it is,

a

I make

sure that it is positive and that I don't talk about anything negative. One student

I

have has a lot of behavior issues so I call home to talk to his mother

frequently. One week I called to tell his mom how well he had been doing and
she almost starting crying because she was so happy. Up to that point,
communication with her had been standoffish, but now when I call we are able

to get to the point and figure out a solution for the current problem.
As

I mentioned, I make the phone

calls already, but I seem to talk to the

same parents over and over. Several of the families at my school frequently
move or change phone numbers so it is difficult to contact them. Many of the

other families are Somali and do not speak English well enough to communicate

with me.

I have made an effort to keep my phone

list updated, but more work

In this area will increase communication. We also have to Somali interpreters at

our school so

I

have been trying to enlist their help more frequently to

communicate with the non-English speaking parents. I feel like the parents I do
speak with have faith in what we are doing and we have a good connection. I

just need to make more of an effoft to communicate with all the parents instead
of just the same few.

IJ

Another thing that

I

have done to open the lines of communication is to

write a monthly letter home to the parents to let them know what is going on.
The problem is many of the parents do not see these letters and many who do,
cannot read English, Many of the parents are Somali and are the first generation
in their family to live in America so many of them struggle to speak English, let
alone read

it. I also feel like the Ietters I send home are very impersonal

and

don't really help form a connection. I have one student whose father asked me

if I would write a shoft note home at the end of each week to tell him how the
week went. This note takes all of 30 seconds to write, but it has made a huge
impact on this child's performance. His father and

I

have a very good

relationship and both of us feel comfortable asking the other questions or
expressing concerns. The student has also improved academically since the
notes stafted. The problem is that

I

need to do these types of things with all my

students.
The things

I am doing are eftective, but I need to do them on a much

wider scale. It is difficult to find time to do some of these things, but it is

impoftant. I have the time to call a family or two a week and I could also pick
one student a week to write a letter home to his or her parents.

I have had a lot

more parents come and sit in on class the second half of this year and that also
seems to help. Overall,

consistent with them.

I

need to continue doing these things and be more

t1
Parent Expectations
Raising parental expectations for grades and level of education is directly

tied to communication with parents. An increase in communication is the first
step in raising these expectations. Continuing and improving my current
communication with parents will go a long ways to forming the relationship I
need to be able to inform them of how impoftant their expectations are, The

next step is to now get them to set expectations for their children and provide
them with feedback so they can see if their child is meeting these expectations.
Several times this year

I

passed back math tests which

I had graded

and

expected the students to be as disappointed as I was. You can imagine how
surprised, and then upset, I was to see students celebrating a 600/o because they
had passed the test. This usually prompted one of my speeches, which my

students love, about how they need to expect more from themselves. Then I
eventually realized that they dont expect more because there are no
expectations at home.

It is not that the parents dont care it is just that they

don't know what to do.
At the beginning of the school year,

I had each of my students write down

an academic and social goal. They took these goals home and had their parents
look at them and then brought them back to school where we wrote it on a star

and posted it in the classroom. The thing is, many of the goals were very vague/
many of the goals were unreasonable, and we have never really talked about the
goals since the beginning of the year. We will discuss the goals at the end of the
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year/ but many of the students probably do not even remember them at this

point. It is a good idea, but it is a long way from raising expectations in the way
that is needed.
In the future I will use techniques like this one/ but I will have each of the
parents write goals for their children, This forces them to get involved and

I will

try and keep up that involvement by providing updates about attainment of that
goal throughout the year. I will also have the students re-evaluate their goals
more frequently to see their progress.

If I can get my students and their parents

to see the progress they are making and that their goals are attainable, I will
have shown them that there is hope and that they can do

it.

Hopefully this and

increased efforts on my part to provide parents with meaningful information
about their child's academic achievement will raise the parent expectations.

Conclusion
At a first glance, it may seem hopeless to get the families of your students
involved and make them see the need for high expectations. However, just

adding little things to what you already do will make all the difference in the

world. The extra time and effort will be rewarded by the improvement that
these additions will help make in students'academic growth.

If I

can just get

these things stafted, they will become common practice for my students and
stick with many of them throughout their academic careers.
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